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The Wayfarer
A Story by Enok Mortensen
(Translated by Nanna Mortensen)

He stood on the deck and shivered in the raw morning air.
It was beginning to get light but the dawn was veiled in a
heavy wet fog . There was no rain but the air itself seemed like
one big mass of cold wetness. He couldn't see anything at all
but he kept standing there, nevertheless.
They must have sailed past Kronborg castle. He had
looked forward to seeing its green roofs and spires, but there
was nothing to see. The only signs of life were the seagulls
with their hoarse cries following in the wake of the ship. But
somewhere the land lay there, the old country that he hadn't
seen for countless years. The wisest thing to do would be to
go down and eat breakfast with the other passengers, but he
stubbornly remained standing there, staring blindly into
space.
When he closed his eyes he could plainly see the coastline
with the beech forests and all the pretty villa gardens. He
could see far out over the island of Sjrellard right to the
village of his childhood, that humble place where he had
grown up and where he had served his apprenticeship : there
was the village school in the curve of the road with its
memorial statue of Frederik VII and the church with its
corbiestepped gables. He could see it all and knew every
house and its inhabitants.
But when he opened his eyes again the vision had
disappeared, and he was standing cold and alone in the thick
fog on the deck of a ship that sailed but never seemed to get
anywhere. However, this was no dream, this was reality. And
at last he did see some vague grey-blue shadows and shapes
appear. There were buildings and docks and cranes. He felt
the ship slow down its speed . The roar of a siren tore through
the stillness, and slowly the ship slid out of the fog toward
the dock which was as real as the cranes, the gangplank and
all the people.
So, Larsen was in Denmark again! It seemed strange to
him that everyone spoke Danish, even small children and the
uniformed officials. He should have felt at home but there
was something weird about it. Of course he understood all
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the words, but the sounds, the inflections, were strangely
unfamilar. Going ashore was uneventful. Was that really what
he had looked forward to through these many years? Well, of
course, he hadn't really expected any grand welcome. There
was no one to meet him, they were all dead, but shouldn't
there have been a special feeling of some sort on setting foot
once more in his homeland? Suddenly he was in Denmark
and it seemed as if he had never been gone. Or-could it be
that he had not as yet really come home? At any rate, it was
very different, somehow, from what he had expected.
He came through customs without difficulties and started
the motor in his big Buick. At once he felt on surer ground
and he drove slowly through the streets toward the center of
Copenhagen. He felt at home in the car but he was distrubed
that there was so little he remembered. He had expected
every house to be a nod from an old friend, but there were so
many new buildings and even the old familiar houses seemed
different from his memory of them.
Suddenly a car drove up beside him and a man leaned out
toward him with a red face and a stern, angry voice.
"It is against the law to drive so slO\.v'ly. You are obstructing traffic!" Well! It was a policeman. Larsen's ov: n fa-:~
got red and he felt angry. Imagine coming to Denmark and
nearly getting arrested for driving too slow! But of course, this
was only Copenhagen which, naturally, had become a big
city. Perhaps he had better find his way out of the metropolis
and drive homeA few hours later he stopped the car outside the old inn
of his childhood village. He went in and ordered a meal; and
waited interminably. Why in the world did it take so long to
get served? It was late before he had finished eating and
found his way up to his room .'
He was tired, but when he opened a window and looked
out over the little town his spirits lifted . He recognized the
white church with the red roof and the large windmill, but
the rest of the town looked as unreal and yet as beautiful as a
piece of theatrical scenery. Here and there he saw a house
which looked familiar, and down below in the market place
in front of the old general store he could dimly see the big
wooden ~atering pump.
Had he really come home? He lay in the strange featherbed and couldn't fall asleep. Was his old childhood home still
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standing, he wondered? First thing in the morning he must go
out there, past the creamery, along the curving road up a
high hill, and then down to a wide meadow with a creek
running through its green fields. The farm itself was built in
four lengths around a cobbled square and was half-timbered
with a thatched roof. He could visualize all the rooms and
every piece of furniture, the steep steps to the loft and the
little room that had been his. From its window there was a
wide view out over the meadows and off to the far sea. This
was where he had stood and gazed many a time and longed
to see a bigger world . Here his wanderlust had been
conceived, and once long ago when he had been at odds with
the world around him he had hidden an old knapsack and
made plans to run away from home. He could smile at the
thought now, but at the time it had been a serious matter.
Day after day he had carefully smuggled food away from the
adventure, he had mapped out a travel route and he had
gotten a compass. The knapsack had been the means by
which he had hoped to escape all his troubles and find
happiness beyond the meadows. Somehow his difficulties had
been resolved and he had almost forgotten the planned
adventure, but he could still remember where he had hidden
the kr:,apsack. Would it still be there, he wondered?
When he got up the next morning and went to the
window he had a real shock. It was not the old wooden pump
he thought he had seen by the general store, it was a pump
all right, but it was a gasoline pump by a filling station, and
the old store had changed too-now it was a co-op. The old
barn next to the store, where customers left their horses while
shopping, had disappeared . In its place was a garage.
He went down to the restaurant and ordered breakfast.
The waiter was an older, baldheaded man who looked
askance at the guest:
"The gentleman is surely an American?"
"What? Well, yes, I suppose I am." How could he see
that, wondered Larsen?
"Have you been over there a long time?"
"Yes, forty years or more-"
"And now you've come home to take it easy?"
'Well, yes perhaps-"
"Of course," the waiter said, "we can't be anything like
America, but we have a pretty good life here in little
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Denmark. Are you from this area?"
"Yes, my parents had a small place out by the meadows.
Do you know where Enggaarden is?"
"Oh yes."
"Who owns it now?"
"Coldborg, Ss,,ren Culdborg is the name of the owner."
"That's where I was born. My father's name was Jens
Larsen ." He said the name with a questioning tone but the
waiter shook his head.
"Don't know him, it must be a long time ago."
Larsen left the hotel, as it was now called; in his childhood it hag been an inn, a kro. He went out into the little
town . That was where the cabinetmaker's shop should be, but
it wasn't. Instead there was a furniture store with factorymade
merchandise. There was the smithy-or was he wrong? It was
now a factory. And the wooden-shoe maker? The tailor shop?
None of them there any more! He recognized the old school
but it, too, was different from the way he had remembered it.
They must have enlarged it and added a big athletic field.
Farther on he saw an imposing brick building. "Home for the
Elderly", a sign told him . That was certainly an improvement
over the poorfarm of his childhood. He had no desire to visit
it. What business would he have in an old people's home? He
was looking for the kingdom of his childhood and for a loft
with i'\ hidden knapsack.
On he went. Strange that so many people were old! A
couple of women stood talking by a garden gate. He didn't
know them and they regarded him with suspicion. By the
statue of Frederik VJI a group of children were swinging on
the iron chains just as in his own childhood, and suddenly he
felt very old . Where had all the long years gone, and what
was he doing in this place which was no longer his home?
He turned a corner and went up to the ancient church
which was surrounded by a cemetery. He had forgotten how
beautiful and well-kept a Danish cemetery could be. As a boy
he had walked past it with a feeling of dread, especially after
dark! Now it seemed strangely peaceful and homelike. There

were the same neatly raked gravel paths with their borders of
box-hedge, the same memorial stones with crosses and doves .
;;Rest in peace'\ he read . Yes, it was peaceful. Perhaps it was
because he recognized so many names : the old school
teacher and his wife, the master cabinet maker with whom he
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had served his apprenticeship, here and there a childhood
friend or a school mate. And here were the graves of his
parents.
The strange thing was that he was not overwhelmed by
sadness. On the contrary, it was a warm and beautiful
experience and he was glad and grateful that he had come
here.
He went back to the hotel and ordered dinner. The waiter
lingered by his table, brushing crumbs off the tablecloth.
"Well, did you take a good look at our nice little town?"
he said. "I suppose you are used to bigger and grander things!
But we don't complain-"
"A friendly place," Larsen said absently.
"And did you meet anyone you knew?"
"Yes, I recognized nearly everyone in the cemetery!"
The waiter quickly gathered up his napkin and headed for
the kitchen .
The road was now black-topped but it still curved up over
the hills and down to the meadows. Larsen had left his car at
the hotel and walked so that he could look for things he
could remember. In that red house one of his class mates had
once lived, but what was his name? He thought of going in
but decided not to. Who would remember him after so many
years? He walked past the driveway in deep thought. So far
he hadn't met a single person he knew. The land was there,
the meadows, and the farmsteads . It all seemed very
homelike and yet he felt like an alien . It was as if a chasm
had arisen between him and the past. He could see it all
clearly but he couldn't get in touch with it and make it a part
of himself.
And suddenly he remembered the knapsack again. Was it
still there, he wondered . He hadn't thought about it for years,
but now he knew that he had come home to find it, if at all
possible. It had been the symbol of his longing for far-away
lands, it had held the dreams of his childhood in tangible
form . If he could find it, it would be a thread that he could
follow back through the labyrinth of the long years.
Crossing a bridge he paused in confusion . This must be
the creek, but no, that was impossible! The creek of his
boyhood had been a wide stream flowing languidly through
the meadows, and this-just a ditch filled with muddy water
that one could spit across.
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Short of breath and puffing he finally turned in at the
portal of Enggaarden . Leaning against a wall he stood still. So
this was his boyhood home! Once again he felt a strange
mixture of dream and reality. Here he had lived through his
childhood. He knew every cobblestone, every brick in the
mossy walls, and yet it was not home. He had never felt more
like a stranger any place. It was not because the strawthatched roof had been replaced by ugly layers of corrugated
iron or because the doors and windows had been painted a
different color. It was not any of the outer visual changes that
made a difference; it was he, himself, who had changed, it
was as simple as that. No one can recreate what used to be,
the land of his childhood was a closed world, a locked door
without a key.
Larsen turned sadly and was about to leave, but then a
young, blond girl came out of a door with a pail in her hand .
She looked at him with surprise.
"Pardon me," Larsen said, "I was just passing by and got
tired and warm; would you mind giving me a glass of water?"
"Of course," said the girl with a friendly smile.
After drinking the water, he felt better.
"My name is Larsen," he said, "and I used to live here."
The girl looked at him skeptically.
"Well, it was many years ago, my father's name was
Jens Larsen."
"Larsen? Yes, that must have been long ago, we've lived
here-always! But don't you want to come in, my parents are
not home at the moment-"
"Yes, thank you."
The girl led the way and opened a door to a room.
Larsen stood still and looked at the room and its contents.
There was not a single thing there that belonged to his lost
world.
"Won't you sit down a while?"
"No, thank you, I must go on, I just wanted to-now
don't laugh, but could I be allowed to go up to the loft a
minute?"
"To the loft?" The girl looked at him, uncertain and-apparently a little afraid of him, and Larsen quickly
stammered, "Yes, you see, I would like to find out if there is
an old knapsack I hid up there when I was a child!"
He was up the steps almost before she laughingly nodded
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her assent. The door slid open and there was the loft. He felt
his way through the dimness and into the narrow spaces
under the roof beams. He recognized it all and went down on
his knees and searched. He lit a match and fumbled about
with shaking hands. The knapsack just wasn't there. And then
he knew with a sinking feeling of defeat that it had been
hopeless from the start. Somebody must have found it when
they put on the new roof. Or at least it was gone, the thread
was broken, the key to the door leading to his childhood
paradise was lost, the map that he had hidden and the
compass which has to have shown the way were no longer
there, and it was hopeless and useless to search any more.
Tired and sad he descended the steps and thanked the girl
for her hospitality. She had lost her fear of him and asked
him to stay and meet her parents, but he declined politely.
He had bothered her enough and he was a busy man, he must
get back to town.
The door closed behind him with a bang loude-r than he
had intended. Then he walked quickly across the cobbled
yard and through the portal without looking back. He felt old
and tried and yet he walked with firm steps. This was no
longer his home, his world; he was a stranger and a wanderer,
a wayfarer without a knapsack.
A couple of days later he flew back to his home in the
States.
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